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For my family, especially Lachlan Stewart




You can run on for a long time,
but sooner or later God’ll cut you down.

Traditional

(although in this case, Johnny Cash)






GMAILS WITH A FRIEND



On Thurs, Dec 09, at 2:10 a.m., Lally wrote:

Seriously, J. Safran, I really do want to know what you thought of The Tell-Tale Heart. X

On Sun, Dec 12, at 10:27 p.m., John Safran wrote:

Hi Lally,

I forgot to concentrate at the start of the play, so later on when the actor started talking about a murder it was too late and I couldn’t follow! It was basically one guy climbing up and down a ladder for 50 minutes. Are you still in USA? When will you be back? Should I go to Mississippi and write a true crime book? I know of a murder there. I’ve been reading true crime books in the last month—In Cold Blood, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, and a couple of less famous ones. I’ve never read true crime before, so I’m buzzing with how good they can be. X

On Sun, Dec 12, at 11:59 p.m., Lally wrote:

I get back to Melbourne on the 5th of January. I was very happy being in New York, but then I got sick, and now I’ve turned slightly against it. You know what, I absolutely think you should go to Mississippi and write a true crime book. Without a doubt. What an exciting thing to do. You’d have such a great and sometimes dangerous adventure. Your part in writing it would become part of the story perhaps. Yes—I’m all for you doing that! When would you go? X

On Mon, Dec 13, at 12:23 a.m., John Safran wrote:

Not sure when I’d go to Mississippi. I just sent a Facebook friend request to the accused killer. He’s got a photo labeled “first day out.” I assume he’s just out pending a trial. It’s a bit fuzzy where things stand, just going by Google.

On Mon, Dec 13, at 12:36 a.m., Lally wrote:

How great that you requested to be his friend on Facebook! What’s the case? What did he do?

On Tues, Dec 14, at 9:54 p.m., John Safran wrote:

Did I tell you anything about meeting this white supremacist? Because it’s tied in with that, and I want to know how much background I need to give you.

On Tues, Dec 14, at 10:01 p.m., Lally wrote:

No—you haven’t told me any of that. Please tell me the whole thing. From beginning to end.






1

THE BEGINNING

Melbourne

This story begins when I’m ten years old. I’m at a bar mitzvah with my family. And my dad taps me on the shoulder and points to a guy by the buffet, scooping food onto his plate.

“See that man?” my dad whispers.

“Yes,” I say.

“See the tie he’s wearing?”

“Yes.”

“See that little symbol on his tie?”

“Yes,” I reply, squinting my eyes.

“That’s the Freemason symbol,” he says in hushed tones. “They’re a secret society. They don’t like it when you ask them about it.”

“Wow.”

“Go up and ask him about it,” he tells me.

So I shuffle over to the guy and ask if he’s a Freemason.

“Yes, um,” he splutters, his eyes darting about. “But, listen, we don’t do anything unusual.” He then backs away from the buffet and creeps out of the room.

In that moment I learned there are secret worlds out there. We can glance over a landscape and think we’re seeing everything, but there are realms operating just out of our lines of site.

I became hooked on secret worlds. And the clunky encounter with the Freemason taught me you can ask questions even when you’re not supposed to. That’s why I became what I became, a documentary filmmaker of sorts. I say “of sorts” because mine are not the straightest of documentaries. I often ask dangerous people indelicate questions and try not to get thumped. And I often ask them about race. I’m a bit of a Race Trekkie—like a sci-fi Trekkie, but with race, not space.

So the murder at hand? That part of the story begins—although I didn’t know it at the time—about ten years ago. I was filming a segment for a television series called John Safran vs God, in which I tried to join the secret world of the Ku Klux Klan even though I’m a Jew.

My first meeting with the Klan

I’m boxed in at the Ku Klux Klan compound in Orange County, California. Swastika flags run along the wall. I sit across the desk from Grand Dragon Chris Johnson. Jesus Christ eyeballs me from the painting hanging behind the Grand Dragon. Four Klansmen stand at attention along the edge of the room.

“I’m a little confused about who can and can’t join the Klan,” I tell the Grand Dragon. “Are you allowed to join the Klan if you’re not American?”

“Yes, absolutely!” he assures me.

“And what about if you’re Catholic?”

“You know, Catholics are every bit as Christian as anyone else,” he says. “Sure.”

“And what happens,” I ask, trying hard not to squirm in my seat, “if you were brought up Jewish but you don’t do anything Jewish anymore? Because that’s where I’m at.”

The Grand Dragon shoots his eyes to his fellow Klansmen.

“Was your mother Jewish?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say.

His face sours.

“Jewish life flows through Jewish woman,” he says, pointing to a Biblical Racial Identity chart pinned up next to his desk. “Jews are from their father, the devil. They’re from the Synagogue of Satan.”

“So I can’t join the Klan?” I ask.

“The answer is no.”

I lean forward.

“I understand if someone came in here wearing a skull cap and said, ‘Hey, can I join the Klan?’ that would be ridiculous. But I don’t do anything Jewish anymore. I haven’t stepped in a synagogue since my bar mitzvah.”

The Grand Dragon looks like he’s about to breathe fire.

“I drive on the Sabbath,” I say. “I eat pork.”

“Yes,” he says, “but we believe that Judaism is both a race and religion.”

I point to my face.

“I’m whiter than Hitler. I’ve got blond hair and blue eyes. He had brown hair and brown eyes. If I went to school with Hitler, I’d be the one beating him up for being a wog.”

The Grand Dragon asks me to leave.

God and/or Fate blows a ripple into the ocean.

Several years later

Several years later, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation airs another series I pull together called John Safran’s Race Relations. This series pokes its nose into cross-cultural, interracial, and interfaith love.

The ABC forbids one story I film from airing. This is the story in which the ripple from years before drifted me into the arms of a man named Richard Barrett.

I have to give away a magician’s trick to explain this, but so be it.

The unaired story

Rabbis would wag their fingers in front of the class at my all-boys school. They would tell us that if we married a non-Jew, our children would not be Jewish. “If you marry a non-Jew, you’re finishing Hitler’s work for him!” is how one of them put it.

To be a Jew, according to the rabbis (like the Klan), your mother must be Jewish. And for her to be Jewish, her mother had to be Jewish. And for her to be Jewish, her mother had to be, too, rolling all the way back to the Hebrews plodding through the desert with Abraham.

DNA testing has made things awkward for the Jewish community. Now it’s quite simple to check whether your mother’s mother’s mother’s mother’s mother was Jewish. Some folk who have lived their lives as Jews have popped off to take a DNA test and found out they are not.

The Race Relations story opens with me stomping out of my bedroom.

“Jews make up 0.25 percent of the world’s population,” I lisp aggressively to the camera. “If I’m going to rule out 99.75 percent of women on the pretext that Jews should only marry Jews, I’m going to make damn sure I’m actually one.”

Cut to my bathroom.

I’m staring in the mirror, poking a little plastic rod in and out of my mouth. The rod is for scraping saliva from one’s cheek.

“I’m going to the USA,” I say, “to Family Tree DNA, the world’s largest genetic testing firm. They send you out this kit.”

I snap the head of the rod into a vial and twist on the lid.

Cut to my living room. My laptop is throwing blue light on my face.

“Now,” I say to the camera, “here’s an interesting little sidebar …”

I swivel my laptop around to the camera. The web page reads WHITE PRIDE WORLDWIDE.

“Someone sent me a link to the American white pride website Stormfront,” I say, “where they have an alert.”

I read it out: “Alert: John Safran Coming to the USA. I have it on very good authority that the Australian Jewish documentary maker/comedian John Safran will be coming to the United States sometime between now and the middle of the year to film his new show for the ABC, Race Relations.

“John Safran was the blond, blue-eyed Jew from Australia who tried to enlist in the Ku Klux Klan in his series John Safran vs God.

“I personally felt this episode was in particular poor taste, and would warn white nationalists across the States to keep a watchful, close eye out for John Safran attempting to set up other white separatist groups in a similar way.”

I stare down the camera, addressing the white supremacists.

“Hey, guys,” I say. “I wasn’t even thinking about you. But now that you’ve brought it up … Seeing as I’m going to America for a DNA test, why don’t I go get a DNA test done on one of you?”

I whip out of my pocket another Family Tree DNA kit.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, “how about the founder of the Nationalist Movement, Richard Barrett?”

I make out I know who this guy is, but I don’t. I’m familiar with the lowercase “white nationalist movement,” which just includes any group that’s proud to be white. As to this specific uppercase “Nationalist Movement”—no idea. The reason I’m off to see Richard Barrett specifically? My researcher shot off e-mails to a dozen Klan-types, and he’s the one who got back to us. On his web page, Richard says he’s also the founder of the American skinhead movement. He’s sixty-seven years old.

A plane flies on a map from my flat to Mississippi.

The Mississippi State Legislature is bright white and gorgeous, a bit Greek temple, a bit Gone with the Wind mansion. I trot up the steps and between the white pillars. A black member of the House of Representatives, Robert Johnson, meets me on one of the marble walkways.

“Can you tell us who Richard Barrett is?” I ask.

“Richard Barrett is an avowed racist, white supremacist, who believes the only true Americans are white Americans,” he says, his mustache bouncing up and down. “And he’s one of the most outspoken white supremacists here in the state.”

Coincidentally, my visit collides with a ceremony run by Richard Barrett.

“And what is the Spirit of America Day banquet?” I ask..

“It is an award ceremony,” he answers, “that Richard Barrett alleges recognizes athletes, male athletes, football players, who represent the best of what is America. But he’s never recognized an African American or a black student at all. And in the past he’s acknowledged that it’s only for white students.”

Fade down. Fade up.

It’s night. A black pickup truck speeds down a road in rural Mississippi. The moon must be somewhere, but I can’t find it and there are no streetlights, either. An old man with liver spots controls the wheel: Richard Barrett. I sit beside him. The damaged road rattles my teeth. For the “founder of the American skinheads,” he’s sure trying hard to hide that he’s going bald. He has thin gray hair he’s styled into a comb-over. Perhaps to make up for that, Richard is driving so fast, the wind gusting in the windows is drying out my eyeballs.

Richard wears glasses, but refuses to be filmed wearing glasses. He slides them off whenever the camera points his way. I also wear glasses but decide not to wear them, convinced they make me look Jewish.

Two blind phonies drive into the night.

Tomorrow I plan to secure a saliva sample from Richard for the DNA test. Tonight I want to find out more about the man.

“There was a colored woman on television not long ago,” Richard Barrett tells me, “and they asked her what she thought of me.” Richard had been running for office. “And she said, ‘When we had segregation, I didn’t have the bullet holes you see in my house.’ She said, ‘I didn’t have the syringes from the drug users on my front lawn. And the reporter said, ‘Do you think we would be better off with segregation?’ And she said, ‘I do.’ Now, that colored woman may be the sort of person that voted for me.”

Richard lost his election.

“So, you are for segregation?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says, not even making it to the s in yes before sounding like he regretted committing that to camera.

Richard steers off the road and heads deep into a field. A redbrick wall rolls into the glow of the headlights. This is the Nationalist Movement headquarters.

Inside, bookshelves tighten up an already tight hallway. We head down into a tiny study. The black night hid the fact that the Nationalist Movement headquarters is in fact just a small house in rural Mississippi.

In the study, green-spined law books color up one whole wall. Red-spined law books color up another. A large red flag flops on a brass pole in the corner. I pull it up, hoping, for the sake of my show, that it’s a swastika.

It isn’t. Rather it recalls a swastika with the elements moved around a bit, as if to avoid infringing Hitler’s copyright.

“What does it mean?” I ask.

“That’s the Nationalist Movement flag,” Richard replies. “It’s called the Cross Star. It means victory, North, South, East, and West, victory over communism. It was used in Vietnam.”

Richard points to a photo on the wall behind the photocopier.

“This is where an anarchist attacked me, shouting, ‘Kill, kill!’” The photo in fact seems to show Richard grabbing a protester’s T-shirt. “He was nineteen years old, and I’m quite a bit older. But I got him in a headlock. I used my skills from Vietnam. I stomped him on the ground and held him for the police.”

In another photo he grins next to Miss America.

A WHITES ONLY sign is taped to the back of the study door.

“So what’s this ‘Whites Only’ thing?” I ask.

“Oh that,” Richard says, a little coy. “Someone put that up there and I’m not sure why, but it’s just kind of interesting.”

“Okay, so I understand nationalism,” I say. “So, it’s not racism?”

Richard looks offended by the vulgar term.

“Well, it’s not so much a matter of what it’s not. Let’s talk about what it is. Nationalism is blood-based. Where you have a feeling for your own self, your own people, your own children, your own family, your own countrymen. It’s really what makes the world tick.”

“But so many young people today are a mixture of things,” I say. “Like they’ll have one Lebanese grandparent. So if you’re an American with one Lebanese grandparent …”

“You don’t have that,” Richard interrupts.

“Yes, you do.”

“Not really.”

I find it odd I have to argue the point that mixed-race people exist.

“Go to New York,” I say.

“Sure, New York.” Richard chuckles. “You know what Senator Goldwater from Arizona said? He’d like to cut it off and let it float into the Atlantic.” Richard chuckles again. “I was born in New York.”

Next to the WHITES ONLY sign is a flag that looks incredibly like a swastika. “That’s from South Africa,” Richard says. “Eugène Terre’Blanche’s party.” And next to the flag is a plaque: FAG-FREE ZONE.

“So you’re not allowed to be gay in the Nationalist Movement?”

“Well, of course not,” Richard replies.

Leaving the study, I ask, “Why all the law books?”

Richard tells me he’s a lawyer. (Of course. Some of the hairsplitting begins to make sense.) Richard says the law is his weapon. He says he grinds his enemies to dust with legal action. When a county in Georgia tried to charge Richard for the extra police it put on to cover a protest he planned, he dragged the county through court after court, all the way to the US Supreme Court, until he won. He lawyered a black family out of a home in Jackson, Mississippi. Something about “blockbusting” maybe? I don’t really follow.

We’re in the Nationalist Movement’s lounge area. The first thing I notice is a rifle, propped up in the corner like a mop.

“What kind of gun is that?” I ask.

“A Chinese gun,” Richard replies, plucking it up by the barrel, a little clunkily, I reckon.

“A Chinese gun! In a white supre—” I hit the brakes on my mouth. “Shouldn’t you have an American one?”

“Someone gave this to us.” He’s not quite pointing the muzzle to his face, but he’s not many degrees off, either. “I do have American ones,” he mutters. “In fact, they’re all around here. And in fact, did you notice the ax handle?” He perks up, pointing to an ax handle mounted on the wall. “The ax handle was given to me by Lester Maddox, who in Georgia was the one who took up the ax handle to keep the Negroes out of his restaurant. And he was elected governor of the state because of it.”

I’m pretty excited that not only is he saying negroes, he’s pronouncing it nigroes, like an old Southern plantation owner.

Next to that is a black-and-white photo, where (Christ, this is an embarrassing example of my postmodern education) he’s dressed like the Illinois Nazis in The Blues Brothers.

“The Nazis in The Blues Brothers, they dress like that,” I say.

“I don’t know.” He chuckles. “I’m trying to dress like that because it’s reminiscent of the skinheads that we know from England. We have many here, and it has, you know, a certain appeal.”

Richard passes me the latest issue of his newsletter.

The front-page headline: INTEGRATED LICENSE PLATE DITCHED. Below that is a picture of the special edition license plate. The design is a brown boy’s face and a white girl’s face drawn in crayon by a child.

“Yes,” Richard tells me, “we had actually a license plate that had a Negro and a white. And we lobbied against it and we had it taken out. And thank goodness we did.”

“But it’s just a license plate, isn’t it?”

“Well, that’s something contrary to what the American people stand for. People can do it, but don’t put an official seal of the state on it.”

People can “do it”? People can “do” what? I scrutinize the crayon drawing.

“But … what … Is that meant to be a boyfriend and a girlfriend, do you think?”

“Yes, it’s just not done, it’s not proper, it’s not part of our heritage. People find it offensive. If you had two homosexuals there, kissing each other, we’d find that offensive. People can do it, but you don’t flaunt it, you don’t give the stamp of approval.”

Two crayon children smile up at me from the license plate.

It’s one thirty a.m. Richard starts his rounds of the headquarters, flicking off each room light and desk lamp.

“Okay, we’re done here, yes?” Richard asks me.

“Yes, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Richard says.

He flicks the final switch.

Fade to black.

Fade up. It’s morning.

I’m walking through the parking lot of a motel. The sun is trying hard to perk things up, but it can only do so much for the Budget Inn parking lot. My voiceover announces, “This is the place where Richard will be hosting his whites-only sports awards, the Spirit of America Day banquet.”

I push open the glass door and cross the lobby. I lean into the camera and mumble a very quiet aside. “I have to get a saliva sample from Richard Barrett for the DNA test. He’s in the Diplomat Ballroom apparently.”

I push open the door to the Diplomat Ballroom. Red, white, and blue stings my eyes, the colors crisp, bright, and everywhere. It’s like walking off a gray street into a candy shop. Balloons and bunting run from wall to wall. A Confederate flag hangs behind a raised stage.

Six helpers, including two black children, mope about. Should the black kids be here? The black kids are with a white man and a helium tank, inflating balloons. A white kid runs about, placing a small Confederate flag in the center of each round dinner table.

Up a ladder, a body is lost in a bundle of thirty-odd balloons. Two legs poke out.

“Hello, Richard!” I shout up.

“Wuh, herlow!” he shouts down, muffled by the balloons.

Months earlier, the researcher and I had been slumping in a TV production office in Melbourne, trying to figure out a way to thieve saliva from a white supremacist. Coffee cup? Toothbrush? Chewing tobacco? When Richard told the researcher I’d be arriving just as he was preparing his banquet—hanging streamers, blowing up balloons—I thought, God really wants me to do this.

I wag two uninflated balloons.

“Can we bother you for your time for ten seconds?” I say. “The camera guy is saying it’ll be a good shot if you and me are blowing up balloons together.”

Richard and I purse our lips to our floppy balloons, the raised stage behind us. The American football beefcake painted on the big Spirit of America Day crest looks down on us as we huff, huff, huff.

Richard ties a knot in his red balloon.

“How’s that?” he asks.

I pluck the red balloon from his hands.

“Thank you very much,” I say.

I creep out of the Diplomat Ballroom.

Fade down. Fade up.

The hinges squeak on the door of the motel lobby bathroom as it swats shut behind me. I crouch on the floor, the urinals lined up behind me, and paw through my backpack.

“This is the Family Tree DNA kit,” I whisper to the camera, ripping open the vacuum-sealed package. I hold up the plastic scraper in my left hand and the vial in my right.

Three stabs with the scraper bursts the balloon. The boom bounces wall to wall. I scrape Richard’s saliva off the shreds of red balloon.

I snap the head of the scraper into the vial and twist on the lid.

I dart out of the motel lobby bathroom.

Fade to black. Fade up.

A small man in a blue suit stands at the end of a silver corridor.

“Mr. Greenspan?” I ask, rolling forward, my arm outstretched ready for a shaking.

“I am,” says Mr. Greenspan, and we shake and shake and shake. Mr. Greenspan is CEO of Family Tree DNA.

“Well, here’s me and my friend’s samples.” I hand over a package of two vials.

“Good,” he says. “We’ll get them processed for you and hope you’ll find the results interesting.”

Fade to black. 6 Hours Later snaps up on the screen. Fade up.

In an office, bald little Mr. Greenspan is pecking at his laptop. I’m parked next to his desk in a swivel chair.

“I was brought up,” I explain to him, “to marry a Jew, because I’m a Jew, and I just thought, I just want a 100 percent guarantee that I am a Jew so I’m not wasting my time.”

Mr. Greenspan ignores my shtick and rotates his laptop so I can see the screen.

“Looking at your results,” he says, “it’s very clear that you have a … what we call an Ashkenazi background. And so what that means is, you descend on your mother’s side from Eastern European Jewish stock.”

“What about my dad’s side?” I ask.

“Your dad’s side, well …” He spools down the screen. “So you are J1. In that respect, your DNA is commonly found among Jews all over the Middle East. So on your mom’s side you’re Jewish and your dad’s side you’re Jewish.”

From spit in a jar, he can tell I’m an Ashkenazi Jew.

“Well, can we look at my friend’s DNA?” I say.

Mr. Greenspan types in a code and a new page pops up.

“The father’s side is European,” he says. “There’s no question about that.”

Mr. Greenspan spools down the page.

“On your friend’s mother’s mother’s mother’s side, your friend has African ancestry.”

I swivel a little happy swivel.

“And so on your friend’s mother’s mother’s mother’s side, he descends from an African.”

“My friend is really, really, really white,” I say.

“Okay,” he says. “That tells us that this event, this black marriage to a Caucasian, happened a long time ago.”

“Wow. I cannot tell you how white this person is. And how white this person thinks they are.”

“I cannot tell you how African they are, if they’ll scratch the surface a little bit.”

Fade to black. Fade up. Nighttime.

I’m pulling at the lapels of my best suit, stepping through the parking lot of the Budget Inn. Car headlights blind me, but I march on.

Richard Barrett is held together in a sharp suit, too. His fingers wriggle up and down a Casio keyboard in the corner of the Diplomat Ballroom. The ballroom is even more colored in than this morning. Confederate battle flags are planted across the stage.

Six white athletes march in to Richard’s “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”

The athletes’ families are seated at round tables across the room. A candle has joined the Confederate battle flag in the center of each. The mayor and other special guests look down from a long dining table on the stage.

The Nationalist Movement’s second-in-command, a potbellied man called Vince Thornton, bends down until his lips nearly touch the microphone on the podium.

“Please join me in welcoming Richard Barrett,” he announces.

A local beauty queen’s tiara twinkles as Richard passes behind her on his way to the microphone.

“Thank you, Vince. American youth, because you are special, you deserve a special day,” Richard reads from his cards. “Ever since the days when youngsters were pressured toward long hair, loose living, and drugs, the Spirit of America Day has showcased clean-cut, clean-living youth who are patriotic to the core.”

Richard tells us what makes Mississippi, Mississippi. He gushes over the mayor, the beauty queen, and a local country singer in attendance.

“At this time,” he continues, “we’d like to thank Australian television, which is here covering the banquet and the Spirit of America Day. And John, if you’ll come up? He wanted to say a few words of appreciation. John, we’d be honored to have you.”

I walk from the back of the ballroom, straightening the Windsor knot in my tie. The stage lighting burns my eyes, and the crowd turns to shadows. I lean down to the microphone.

“Um, well, thank you to the people of Mississippi and, um, congratulations to all the, er, participants in the Spirit of America Day awards.”

I suck in a little air. I turn my head to Richard and then turn back to the crowd.

“Now, this is a bit awkward. But, er, earlier when I interviewed you, Richard, I procured a saliva sample. And I took it to a DNA testing plant. And the results are in, as they say. And there’s no real easy way to put this, but you have African DNA.”

Perhaps three confused giggles arise from an otherwise silent ballroom.

“You’re part African,” I continue. “But don’t worry, you’re not, you’re not, it’s not like you’re black black. It’s more you’re white and a bit black. Like Barack Obama. But it doesn’t really matter because we’re, like, all mixed up. All of us. Like, if we went back far enough, I probably wouldn’t even be Jewish. Anyway, thank you, everybody, and enjoy the Spirit of America Day banquet.”

I turn my head to Richard. He is pulling a smile so wide and so fake, I can see his decaying gums.

“Ha, ha,” mumbles Richard with a clap, “very good.”

It is a tribute to the politeness of Mississippians that I receive a light applause.

I dart out of the ballroom and loosen my Windsor knot as I head down to the motel lobby. An asthma whistle pushes up my lungs and out my throat. I pull off my jacket as I exit to the car park. A gust of wind hits the sweat on my back and I feel good.

Fade to black. End of segment.

The magician’s trick

Okay. Here’s the magician’s trick: We’re all from Africa.

A thorough DNA test of anyone will reveal African roots. As this is the case—and as DNA testing without permission is a murky legal/ethical area—after I scraped saliva from Richard’s balloon, I did a switcheroo with a sample from a consenting person.

So I’m P. T. Barnum. Can we move on?

The next morning

My baseball cap is pulled down like Matt Damon trying not to be noticed. The four-man film crew and I slouch low in a booth in a Mississippi diner confusingly called Texas.

Will Richard send his footballers out to get us? We only have to make it to the afternoon, when our plane leaves.

The director, Craig, chews a fried calamari ring the size of a doughnut. Cameraman Germain scratches his face until it’s as red as his stubble and eyes. Production assistant Richie is on the phone haggling down the cost of a prosthetic nose. In two days I’ll be going undercover as a black man in Chicago.

The producer, Jonathan, plucks the last “pretzel chicken tender” from the basket. It seems to push his Adam’s apple to one side as it goes down his throat. After he’s recovered, he says that when we were packing up at the Nationalist Movement headquarters two nights ago, Richard Barrett put his hand on his back and left it there too long.

We agree that Mississippi’s most prominent white supremacist gave off a bit of a gay vibe.

Richie slides his phone in his pocket and says the prosthetic nose will be waiting with the concierge at the hotel in Chicago. I pull out my phone and e-mail my ABC boss back in Australia.



On Tues, Mar 3, at 11:09 a.m., John Safran wrote:

Hi Debbie! Well, I did the speech. And I wasn’t murdered. I don’t have too much of a read on how it went because I was at the podium with lights in my eyes and Richard Barrett was standing behind me. But Craig and Germain said it was awkward. We got a great interview with the black House of Rep politician, Robert Johnson, who’s opposing Richard Barrett’s Spirit of America Day banquet, so that really sells to the Aussie audience that Richard is a “someone,” and a dangerous someone, without me having to say much. I also went to Barrett’s office and he gave me skinhead pamphlets and showed me his gun. My read is there’s close to zero chance Barrett’s going to pursue legal action or the like. Time to turn black! X

I press send, smudging catfish grease all over the screen.





One day later

Richard Barrett visits a post office somewhere in Mississippi. He sends a registered letter to the Chief Operating Officer of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

You and your agents acted in the utmost bad faith…they claimed that there’s was a legitimate news operation… they used the permission to disrupt the ceremonies, insult the guests, slander the state… the releases were obtained by fraud and misrepresentation…

Richard demands the ABC drop the footage or face his legal wrath,

Four months later

Chris Lilley, in various sexes and ethnicities, pulls faces at me from the walls of the Melbourne television production office.

I am sucking on a mint ball from the goldfish bowl of mint balls in the middle of the table. Through the bowl I see the distended face of producer Jonathan. He presses the red button on the speakerphone. The ABC has instructed us to seek advice from US lawyers. The network is happy to defend us against defamation. That’s a civil action and all part of the rough-and-tumble of this type of television. However, Richard is alleging fraud, and possibly therefore trespass, which are criminal offenses.

The US lawyers tell us Richard has a case. One he might well eventually lose, but a case nonetheless. They also tell me what Richard told me back in his Nationalist Movement office, something I’d chosen not to think about. Richard-the-lawyer had hauled a county in Georgia through the US Supreme Court, lawyered a black family out of their home, and snuffed out two crayon kids on a Mississippi license plate. The US lawyers also mention Richard Barrett v. Oldsmobile Division General Motors Corporation and Richard Barrett v. Some Guy Who Came to Repair His Xerox Machine.

The ABC forbids the story from airing. Not a frame of Richard Barrett or Mississippi makes it to the show.

That was that.

One year after filming Richard Barrett, and three months after the airing of Race Relations


Johnny Cash is in my lounge room.

What’s done in the dark will be brought to the light, says Johnny.

Johnny Cash isn’t the only singer here. Cries float up the staircase and push under my door: “We want Moshiach! We want Moshiach now! We want Moshiach! We want Moshiach now!”

Moshiach is the Messiah. A sect of black-hatted Jews are convinced their dead leader is the Moshiach. They sing for an hour a day waving King Moshiach flags on the corner just outside my flat. They hope this will hasten his return to earth, at which time my fellow Jews and I will fly to Israel on clouds with wings of eagles.

I’m slumped on the couch, poking around the Internet.

I download conspiracy podcasts, spool through Scientology tweets, and search for exorcisms on YouTube. I punch in vanguardnewsnetwork.com, one of my white supremacist faves. No Jews. Just Right is their motto.

A redheaded woodpecker swoops over the Vanguard News Network masthead.

Beneath is the headline: MISSISSIPPI: WHITE NATIONALIST LEADER MURDERED; BLACKS CHARGED.

Below that: Sad news, but what was Barrett thinking? White leaders usually avoid Blacks.

Vanguard links to a Mississippi television report. Richard Barrett has been found, stabbed to death, in his burning house. A twenty-two-year-old, Vincent McGee, has confessed to the murder. Members of the McGee family have been arrested as accessories after the fact.

“Yes sir, we interviewed him and he told us basically what happened,” Sheriff Pennington tells a reporter.

The reporter asks if he knows the motive. Sheriff Pennington will not answer.

I don’t notice I’m biting the inside of my cheek until it starts to sting.

My e-mail to the Race Relations crew

I e-mail the Race Relations crew.



On Sat, April 24, at 10:06 a.m., John Safran wrote:

Jesus Christ. Richard Barrett murdered.





The replies:



Director Craig: Holy shit!

Researcher Roland: Jesus Christ.

My manager, Kevin: Cool. I’ll ring the ABC and see what this means about the footage. We can probably use it now.





What happened?

People are punching in their opinions on message boards all over the Internet.



Vincent McGee is a civil rights hero!

I can only imagine the circumstances behind this, but I shake your hand, man.

The racist guy got what he deserved. All racists should die … I’m sure the black guy was not a racist. He just was pissed off at some evil, pompous white guy who hated him without a just reason.





It’s not all good reviews for the killer Vincent McGee.



Will the black man be charged with a HATE crime?

What if a white had killed a black activist???

Just another day in a troubled country where the truth is spoken and the victim murdered, thus proving the truth. But there can never be a black supremacist, can there? That would be racist.





It’s a hate crime, but who committed it? Richard Barrett, for being a white supremacist, or Vincent McGee, for hating someone with views other than his own?

I hit refresh, refresh, refresh.

Pretty soon more news blows out of Mississippi. Vincent’s stepfather has told a local paper Vincent did yard work for Richard. The day of the killing, Richard had paid Vincent twenty-six dollars for a whole day’s work. Vincent argued with Richard and the fight blew up.

Now the murder’s about money as well as race.

WHITE SUPREMACIST HIRES BLACK YOUTH, PAYS HIM AS IF HE WERE A SLAVE, SAYS WHO KNOWS WHAT WHEN CONFRONTED … DISPUTE ENDS BADLY.

I hit refresh, refresh, refresh.

Two days later a bulletproof vest is strapped on Vincent McGee. He is led from his cell to a courthouse in Rankin County, Mississippi.

An investigator from the sheriff’s department walks to a podium, facing the judge. He tells the judge what Vincent has told investigators: He had been doing yard work at Richard’s Nationalist Movement headquarters. (The tiny house! I didn’t see the yard in the dark.) But he adds another element. Richard then drove him to Richard’s house in another part of Mississippi. Inside this house, Richard made a sexual advance.

Vincent knifed Richard and lit his house on fire.

So now the murder’s about race, money, and sex.

The district attorney now speaks to Vincent. He tells Vincent he is being charged with capital murder. Capital murder is when you murder so you can commit another crime, like burglary. Does that mean the district attorney doesn’t believe Vincent’s story? Capital murder, rather than simple murder, means that Vincent could be put to death by lethal injection.

Jesus. Richard Barrett—so careful, so evasive—managed to get himself killed in a race crime. Hater of, employer of, possible lover of, a black man. Vanguard was indeed just right: What was Richard Barrett thinking?

In the ghetto

Here’s what I was thinking.

I live in a flat up a stairwell. The walls of the stairwell are streaked with skid marks. I carried my bicycle up the stairs, often and badly, before it was nicked.

I moved in here when my grandfather died ten years ago and kept most of my grandparents’ furnishings. Seventies wallpaper, cream and gold, rolls along the hallway and through most of the rooms. Grandma-needled tapestries stare at me whichever way I turn. An aristocratic woman plucking a harp, a gypsy patting a rabbit, a Dutch boy blushing before a windmill, and thirteen others. A dining room table for six stretches out in the dining room. And there’s one of me.

The cupboards are squeezed full of crockery. The type of china you could whip out if the Queen dropped by; enough for the Queen to bring her family. Tucked among the china are shoehorns and wooden contraptions for stretching leather. My grandparents ran the shoe repair shop under the rail bridge on the same street as the flat. My high school rabbi, who taught me Torah, had his heels fixed there. Old Jews stop me in the street to tell me my grandparents did their shoes, too.

If I turn right out the front of my apartment block, the first shop I hit is Glick’s Cakes & Bagels. Along the one-minute walk from my flat to Glick’s, I pass three Jewish prayer houses catering to slightly different sects of orthodox Jews. Next to Glick’s is Daneli’s, a kosher deli. Next to that is Gefen Liquor, which carries kosher wines.

The kosher certificate pasted on the window of Glick’s is signed by Rabbi Gutnick. He belongs to an orthodox sect called Lubavitch. An even more orthodox sect, Adass Israel, prefers something more stringent to Rabbi Gutnick’s kosher certifications. They buy their bagels across the street at Lichtenstein’s Bakehouse. Those bagels are certified by Rabbi Beck.

Near Lichtenstein’s is Hadar Judaica, for all your bar mitzvah gift needs. Just down from that is Balaclava Jewish & Continental Deli, where the food is Jewish (gefilte fish, cholent, matzo ball soup) but not kosher. Not far is Melbourne Kosher Butchers, where all the recent Israeli arrivals buy their phone cards. Also nearby is La Cafe on Nelson, where the hottest recent Israeli arrivals are hired as waitresses.

When I haul my rubbish bags to the lane at the rear of my block of flats, I see across the way B’nai B’rith, a Jewish organization that fights anti-Semitism. If I traipse thirty seconds up the lane I hit Yeshivah College, my old Jewish high school. Next to that is the synagogue, where the rabbis wear plastic bags on their hats on rainy days. Also within a short schlep is the headquarters of a Zionist youth group and a Kabbalah center.

In summary: I live in the worst place in Australia you could live if you ever piss off the Jews.

I pissed off the Jews.

I began to get greasy looks about two weeks before Race Relations screened, when some of the show’s content leaked. People began to keep their distance. Any Jew would recognize the signs: Why was I making trouble?

My mother kept my scrapbook in better shape when she was alive. I still need to paste in the Race Relations clippings from the Australian Jewish News.



SAFRAN CRUCIFIED OVER NEW SHOW

Comedian John Safran’s new show has caused a public outcry, even though its debut on ABC TV is still a week away. The Australian Family Association last week hit out at the show, describing it as “filth.”

In episode one of the series, in which Safran explores interracial attraction, the former Yeshivah College student donates sperm at a Palestinian sperm bank, while looking at a picture of US President Barack Obama. In a later episode, Safran is crucified as part of a religious ritual in the Philippines.

But the scene that will likely generate the most controversy in the Jewish community involves Safran going to his mother’s grave with a shovel and Kabbalah prayer book to discover what she would think of him if he married a non-Jew.

“Safran’s actions are to be deplored,” the Executive Council of Australian Jewry president told the Australian Jewish News. “They are extremely insensitive and not only bring disrepute on the Jewish people, but adversely affect interfaith relationships, especially when we are striving to build those relationships both in Australia and internationally.”

—Adam Kamien

The ABC has shamed itself with the showing of John Safran’s Race Relations program. He appears desperate for subject matter, having to resort to underpants stealing and sniffing (stealing is a crime—not a joke) and the degrading deceit of insulting both Jews and Palestinians by substituting each other’s sperm in sperm banks (also a crime—not a joke). The entire subject matter and execution is despicable, and no doubt more bad publicity has been showered on us Jews.

—Noah Levin, Malvern, VIC, letters

Safran’s carnival approach to the Holocaust continued in last week’s episode when he mock-gassed Holocaust denier David Irving. Safran claimed he was following the lead of Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal. Prior to “luring his prey” for the interview, Safran “rigs” the radio studio by inserting a pipe through the ventilation system so as to convert the room into a “gas chamber.” Taking pause from their chat, Safran walks out, jams the door with a broom, and opens a gas bottle while screaming at Irving through the glass: “You’re locked in a room and it’s filling with gas, and if you try and tell anyone, I’m going to deny it.” Safran not only distorts Wiesenthal’s message of justice, instead of revenge, but given that his own grandmother lost her family in the Holocaust, he should have known better.

—Dr. Dvir Abramovich





And then one night

As well as all of that, the theme blaring through Race Relations is that the Australian Jewish community bullies their young to marry Jewish and bullies their non-Jewish partners to back off.

Not long ago, my Jewish friend Leah was preparing to marry a non-Jew named Ant. One afternoon Ant visited Leah’s family while Leah was out of town. Over an hour, one by one, Leah’s mother, father, and brother floated out of the living room. Ant sat alone, disconcerted. Finally a man Ant had never seen before strolled in.

The man sat down and looked at Ant.

“You’ll never be accepted here,” the man said.

“Why?”

“Because you’re not Jewish.”

Then the man stood up and left.

As well as locking David Irving in a radio studio, in Race Relations I ran a yellow highlighter over little events like this. I learned people in small towns don’t like the man with the yellow highlighter pen.

The afternoon before the first episode aired, I bought hundreds of dollars of food from the supermarket so I wouldn’t have to leave the flat for a while. Good decision. Even now, I try to avoid it. Months ago I gave up walking down the street. If I need to catch up for coffee, I catch up somewhere else. I do my grocery shopping a few suburbs up.

One night, well out of my Jewish ghetto, as my head sloshed with alcohol, a girl holding a plastic cup of wine drifted over.

“Hello,” I said.

Her face twisted to fury.

“If you’re going to take my Jewish background,” she shrieked, “and put it up on the television, you better do better than sniffing Eurasian underpants!”

All heads on the rooftop turned to us. The Jewess escaped down the stairs.

That was an hour ago. Now I’m hunched over my laptop at my dining room table for six.

I punch in the address I’ve been punching in for weeks: tripadvisor.com.au.

I punch the words into the box I’ve been punching in for weeks: Jackson, Mississippi.

Tonight I go one step further. I slap my wallet onto the dining room table. I slide out my credit card. I bash in the numbers and hit confirm.

How can I not get on a plane to Mississippi? I’m a Race Trekkie. I met the dead white supremacist. Why would God and/or Fate have arranged that if not for me to now get on that plane? I know that man at the book publisher sneered when I told him my idea. John, a book is a little more difficult than a comedy TV show. I know I have no book deal. But the trial’s not going to wait for me. There’s not going to be a second white supremacist who I hung out with murdered. This is my sweet spot, right? As well as race and money and sex and death, this thing with Richard Barrett is about small towns, tribalism, and old ways. I’m going to escape my ghetto, thank God, for a new one across the sea.
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MISSISSIPPI

The airport

It’s winter in Mississippi and drizzling. My feet squelch on my untied shoelaces as I jerk my luggage across the car park at Jackson-Medgar Wiley Evers International Airport.

Mississippi doesn’t waste any time. That Jackson is President Andrew Jackson, pro-slavery campaigner and master to three hundred slaves. That Medgar Wiley Evers was a black activist who collapsed and died outside his house in 1963 after a Klansman had shot him in the back. You land straight in a race war.

And Mississippi wants to get something else out in the open, too. Tennessee Williams is looking down at me like I’m a piece of dirt. John Grisham wants to stab me. William Faulkner sneers.

YES, WE CAN READ, says the headline on the welcome billboard. A FEW OF US CAN EVEN WRITE.

Way to try to psyche me out, Mississippi. Why not just put up a sign: John, a book is a little more difficult than a comedy TV show? All up, a dozen Mississippi writers scorn me from the billboard, glowing in the night, as I steer out of the airport.

One Mississippi stereotype collapses as I drive into downtown Jackson. Jackson is the state capital, but from the little I can see, the Mississippi with white plantation mansions is somewhere else. I pull in to the motel, a hunk of concrete in a parking lot of concrete in a city of concrete.

In the entrance, a black man in black is pacing with a thumping stick. I try to remember if motels usually have guards with thumping sticks out front.

The man attending the front desk has a neck that flops over his collar. He looks at me as if an elf has just turned up on his doorstep. Overseas folk, I gather, don’t really stop by downtown Jackson. Or is that white folk? A gold Freemason ring, of all things, twinkles on his fat black finger as he signs me in.

I’ll be the first person to stay in room twenty-two, he tells me. The motel fresh opened just two weeks ago.

Glue fumes follow me through the lobby, up the elevator, down the hall, into my room, and into the shower. Those twenty hours of planes. Mr. Sandman has not only sprinkled sand in my eyes, but grouted over my nostrils and under my fingernails. I scratch the asthma tickle in my chest.

I’m not going for the sympathy vote, but I can tell you I don’t really know what I’m doing. For weeks I’ve been reading true crime book after book after book for hints. I’ve got a month before the trial starts. You can’t just rock up on the day of the trial and expect to be able to work out what’s going on. That’s what I learned from Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil: Arrive early and befriend the local yahoos. That’s how you paint a picture of the town, understand the context. Start getting an idea of what really happened.

What have I got? I’ve got the names of the lawyers from the news reports: Chokwe Lumumba and Precious Martin. And what names they are. I don’t even know whether Precious is a man or a woman. And Chokwe? I’ve also got the number of a black journalist, Earnest McBride. And there’s this white separatist podcaster, Jim Giles.

Out of the shower, I pace, one towel as a kilt, one towel as a cape. I wiggle my toes. The carpet feels like mini golf Astroturf. Everything here, from the bed headboard to the venetian blinds, is both brand-spanking-new and about to fall apart, like counterfeit Nikes at the market. I saw on an Internet message board that John Berendt fudged the start of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.



John Berendt barely knew the killer Jim Williams; he had never met him at the time of the murder, and the entire first chapter of the book in which Williams’s violent lover comes in and throws a fit is made up (or at least is told in first person with Berendt as the observer when in fact he wasn’t there).





The pedants are even after Truman Capote. Truman said he went to the house on Tuesday! It was Wednesday!

And all those true crime books were written before the Internet. These days, you can’t get away with anything. Everyone has a Twitter account. Just hours after I was crucified (literally, by the way) in a tiny village in the Philippines for Race Relations, an Australian journalist had tracked down a local online to see if my version of events matched what he saw. I unpack my Flip video camera and my Zoom Dictaphone. I’ll get everything on tape, so none of my frenemies can trip me up later.

My eye falls on the bedside table, as yet untouched by a guest’s hands.

My God! I skip over and creak open the drawer. Can it be true? Will I be the first to open a brand-new Gideon Bible?

The spine indeed squeaks a most pleasing never-been-opened squeak. I flick the pristine white pages to John 8:44.

You belong to your father, the devil.

Ever since the Grand Dragon quoted that to me, it’s been my fave! Because You is the Jews and John is my name.

My neck already aches, and I’ve only been lying here two minutes. My lungs clench up. I huff and huff. A green leech crawls from my mouth into my Delta Air Lines serviette.

I puff my Ventolin puffer five times, rub my neck, and fall asleep.

The white supreme

The sharp winter sun rises. Outside my window, down the road, four black convicts plod and mope. I know they are convicts because CONVICT is printed on the back of their green-and-white-striped shirts. They’re stroking a fresh coat of white paint on a fire hydrant. A black bus with tinted windows, marked SHERIFF, trails the men by a hundred meters or so.

I flick on the coffee machine in the kitchenette.

“If it pleases the court, this is Jim Giles, and you’re listening to Radio Free Mississippi,” says my laptop on the kitchenette bench. Jim pulls up his theme song, “Amerika” by Rammstein.

Jim Giles is a white separatist who lives in Pearl in Rankin County. More specifically, he lives in a trailer on his mother’s farm. Each weekday morning he hunches over a microphone in that trailer and broadcasts Radio Free Mississippi live over the Internet. This one isn’t live, though. I’m working my way through his old podcasts, from the weeks after Richard’s death.

“I had a Rankin County deputy sheriff call me from a crime scene,” Jim says, “Richard Barrett’s crime scene where he had been killed, and he was trying to figure out did I do it! He actually lived fairly close to me, Barrett did, I still don’t know where exactly.”

Jim Giles takes a sip of something in his trailer; I take a sip of coffee in the kitchenette.

“Who was Richard Barrett?” Jim asks. “Richard Barrett was an asset. Not to white people. He was an asset to the FBI and to the fucking media. He was a sick puppy, and I’m suggesting sexual perversion on his part. He was a little man. He was a lawyer. He was a scrawny man and he had a look in his face that was one of distortion, of perversion. He would call me on the telephone incessantly.”

You should know, white separatists are always kvetching about one another. In fact, most white supremacists hate: 1) white liberals, 2) white conservatives, and 3) other white supremacists, making it unclear which whites they have in mind when proclaiming their love of the white race. It’s not uncommon for them to accuse one another of working for the FBI, although already I’m hoping it’s true in Richard’s case.

“Richard Barrett, the most famous European supremacist Mississippi has ever known.” That’s a big claim. Bigger than the Mississippi Burning Klansmen? Maybe he’s being sarcastic. “He is dead now, though, boys, if ya’ll didn’t know that! An African killed him, and I’d say that’s an appropriate end to his life. His demise was rooted in his conduct as a man. He was somewhere he did not belong. He was from … He wasn’t originally from the South. He was a Yankee from up in New Jersey, who came down here like those Freedom Riders.”

The Freedom Riders were civil rights activists in the 1960s. Odd comparison, but perhaps it’s a white supremacist insult. Barrett was an outsider, coming down to meddle in things that weren’t his birthright to meddle in.

“I have read brand-new Freedom Riders will be marching on Mississippi this month. Well, let me tell you, folks, this might be called the hospitality state, but I’m not offering you any hospitality. I hope an African kills you dead. And your demise will be rooted very appropriately where Richard Barrett’s demise was rooted. Come on down! I’m praying one of the Africans kills you dead as Abraham Lincoln.”

I’ve made Jim first on my list of people to pursue. He sounds emotional with nothing to lose. They’re the people who blurt out the truth. Back in Melbourne, I flicked a Facebook message to Jim. He never responded. But his home address is online. Jim had claimed in an interview he’s such a good fighter, he can beat up 95 percent of people in the street. So an antiracist activist posted a smart-aleck poll on a message board.



POLL: Can you beat up Jim Giles?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Maybe





Jim Giles responded to the poll.



In Reply To: POLL: Can you beat up Jim Giles?

I live at 6 Oakland Lane, Pearl, Mississippi 39208.

If any of you bitches want to fight me, meet there.





It’s still cement in all directions in downtown Jackson. In the daytime, even the sky is cement. Walking through the motel parking lot, I pull my jacket sleeves over my hands—the air cuts that cold. But when the sun elbows its way through the clouds now and then, it laser-beams my eyes.

The Stepford Wife inside the GPS says it’s forty-five minutes to Jim Giles’s. I want to know more about why he hated Richard so much. Does he really think that he was a sexually perverted FBI agent who was killed in some horrible misunderstanding? And I want to know what he’s like, the white supreme in the trailer.

The Stepford Wife directs me past vast abandoned concrete lots in Jackson, where things once were but I don’t know what. In one, the mangled metal innards of a building twist to the heavens. I can’t tell if the building was never fully built or never fully torn down. I’m then directed through a designated “historic district.” It tricks the eye. First glance, you see gorgeous, old-world white cottages, the charming heart of the American South. Second glance, you see they’ve been gutted, vandalized, stripped for firewood. Several sit there collapsed in on themselves.

By the way, where is everyone? Those extras in your life, lurking the streets, just aren’t here.

My flavorless red rental weaves onto I–55. Walmarts, Taco Bells, and Red Roof Inns build and build till logos stumble over one another in the blur out my side window. Half a Hank Williams CD later, that thins out and giant golden-tip oak trees take over. Not just lining the road but running thick and deep. Suddenly America has gone and Mississippi has appeared. I’ve crossed from Jackson into Rankin County, where Pearl is.
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